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Suhayl (14 [2015] pp. 189-196 and 15 [2016-17], pp. 362-366) has already re-
viewed the edition and English translation of Epistles 1 & 2 (Arithmetic and 
Geometry), 52a (Magic, short version), 15-21 (Natural Sciences), and 3 (Astron-
omy) of this spectacular project consisting in the publication of critical editions 
and annotated translations of the complete set (52 epistles + 2 comprehensive 
appendices) of the Epistles of the Brethren of Purity (Rasāʾil Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ), 
compiled in the 10th century by an anonymous group of authors who lived mainly 
in Baṣra and were familiar with the Greek scientific and philosophical heritage 
translated into Arabic.
This new volume contains epistles 6 (On ratios and proportions, Fīl-nisab), 
8 (On the practical crafts, Fī l-ṣanāʾiʿ al-ʿamaliyya), edited and translated by 
Nader El-Bizri, and 7 (On the theoretical speculative arts, Fī l-ṣanāʾiʿ al-
ʿilmiyya), edited and translated by Godefroid de Callataÿ, who notes that the 
evidence found in the manuscripts raises some doubts about the order of epis-
tles 7 and 8.
Epistle 6 is mainly mathematical. It deals with ratios and proportions, both 
concepts presented in the text with the same word (nisba), and the sources used 
are Nicomachus of Gerasa’s Introduction to Arithmetic (translated into Arabic as 
al-Madkhal ilā ʿilm al-ʿadad) and Euclid’s Elements. The epistle deals exten-
sively with the different kinds of ratios, with arithmetical, geometrical and har-
monic proportions and with the concept of proportionality (tanāsub). It ends with 
a long digression on the application and usefulness of proportionality in music, 
prosody, calligraphy, the mixing of colours made by painters, alchemy (metals 
are the result of a mixing of sulphur and mercury in such a way that the different 
proportions of these elements, yield different metals at different temperatures), 
medicine and pharmacology (proportions of the four humours and of the four 
qualities of simple and compound drugs), astrology (proportions in the influence 
of the benefic and malefic planets), the science of shadows (relations between the 
solar altitude and the shadow projected by a gnomon) and so on.
Suhayl 16-17 (2018-2019), pp. 367-369
368
Julio Samsó
The most interesting part of epistle 7 deals with the classification of the sci-
ences, which are divided into three main categories: 1) propaedeutical sciences 
(al-ʿulūm al-riyāḍiyya) or “science of education” (ʿilm al-ādāb) which include 
basic disciplines necessary for a general education (writing and reading, language 
and grammar, arithmetic, poetry and prosody, professions and crafts, commercial 
operations, history) as well as esoteric sciences (magic, talismans, alchemy, etc.) 
which are more difficult to justify. As a matter of fact, the three epistles contained 
in the present volume correspond precisely to these basic disciplines; 2) conven-
tional religious sciences (al-ʿulūm al-sharʿiyya al-waḍʿiyya), including the study 
of the revelation, ḥadīth,  fiqh, asceticism and mysticism, but also the interpreta-
tion of dreams; 3) authentic philosophical sciences (al-ʿulūm al-falsafiyya al-
ḥaqīqiyya), divided into four sub-groups: a) mathematical (al-riyāḍiyyāt = the 
quadrivium), b) logical (al-manṭiqiyyāt, which also includes poetics and rhetoric, 
c) natural sciences (al-ṭabiʿiyyāt, cosmology, meteorology, mineralogy, botany, 
zoology) and d) divine sciences (al-ilāhiyyāt, theology, science of spiritual and 
psychic beings, governance etc.). As noted in the text of the epistle (pp. 119 of the 
translation and 95 of the Arabic edition) a whole risāla is dedicated to each  of the 
aforementioned disciplines.
Epistle 8 is concerned with practical arts and crafts and the purposes they 
serve. The contents deal with the materials artisans use to make particular objects, 
their instruments and tools, the importance of fire in many crafts, and the ranks 
and honourableness of crafts, which do not necessarily depend on the value of the 
materials applied. A striking example is given by a comparison of two crafts: 
perfumers as opposed to dung-scoopers and garbage-collectors. If these two 
groups of craftsmen were to close their shops for a period of time, the effects for 
the city-dwellers would be far more harmful in the case of the dung-scoopers and 
garbage collectors than in the case of perfume-makers. A similar idea is given in 
the case of astrolabe-makers1 and jewellers: an astrolabe-maker uses cheap brass 
as his material, while a jeweller uses precious metals. When the astrolabe has 
been made, it has an added value which multiplies the price of the raw material 
used, while the same does not happen in the case of the jeweller. The risāla (chap-
ter 13) insists on the importance of astrological influences which determine the 
1. In the translation (p.153) I find “the trades that use observation instruments such as astro-
labes…”, corresponding to the Arabic (p. 126) ṣināʿat alladhīna yaʿmalūna ālāt al-raṣd min al-
aṣṭurlāb… The context shows clearly that the translation should be “that make” instead of “that use”.
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ability of a youth to learn a craft, represented by the planet in a position of power 
(mutawallin) in the tenth house of the nativity horoscope of the subject. The plan-
ets that favour his capacity to learn a craft are Mars, Venus and Mercury, while 
the Sun,2 the Moon, Saturn and Jupiter have the opposite effect. This idea is 
complemented by a reference to a particular ceremony undertaken by the Harra-
nians consisting in admitting a young man into a temple devoted to the trades, 
where there are images of all the planets: an offer was made to the specific planet 
which had a dominant position in the tenth house of the subject’s nativity horo-
scope.
The Arabic texts are well edited: the editions of epistles 6 and 8 use, as a base 
manuscript, ms.ʿAtif Efendi 1681, which is the oldest complete manuscript, dat-
ed in 578/1182, as well as several other manuscripts from the collection gathered 
by the Institute of Ismaili Studies, to which the printed Dār Ṣādir Beirut edition 
(1377/1957) is added. As for epistle 7, it is based on the collation of thirteen 
manuscripts and the printed edition. A bibliography and an excellent index are 
added in pp. 173-190 (English) and 144-154 (Arabic).
Julio SamSó
2. The Arabic text has man istawlā ʿalayhi fī mawlidi-hi, ʿalā l-darajat al-ʿāshira, al-shams, 
fa-huwa lā yataʿallam al-ṣināʿa, translated as “For the one who is held at birth under the sway of 
the Sun within ten degrees would be someone who does not acquire a trade”. Although the Arabic 
text is not clear, it seems obvious to me that ʿ alā l-darajat al-ʿāshira al-shams should be understood 
as ʿalā l-burj (or bayt) al-ʿāshir li-l-shams. It seems clear to me that the text is referring to the tenth 
house (midheaven).
Paul E. Walker; Ismail K. Poonawala and David Simonowitz; Godefroid de Callataÿ, 
Epistles of the Brethren of Purity. Sciences of the Soul and Intellect. An Arabic Critical 
Edition and English Translation of Epistles 32-36. Oxford University Press in association 
with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, New York, 2015, xxiv + 270 pp. (in English) + 202 
pp. (in Arabic).
The present volume contains a critical edition, English translation and introduction 
of the following epistles belonging to the Rasāʾil Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ: two versions (a 
and b) of Epistle 32 (“On the intellectual principles according to the view of Py-
thagoras”, Fī l-mabādiʾ al-ʿaqliyya ʿalā raʾy Fīthāghūras), Epistle 33 (“On the in-
tellectual principles according to the view of the Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ”, Fī l-mabādiʾ al-
ʿaqliyyaʿalā raʾy Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ), both edited and translated by Paul Walker. This 
is followed by Epistle 34 (“The world is a macroanthropos”, Inna l-ʿālam insān 
kabīr), by Ismail Poonowala (introduction and edition) and David Simonowitz 
(translation). Epistle 35 (“On the intellect and the intelligible”, Fī l- aʿql wa l-maʿ qūl) 
is also due to Paul Walker and, finally, Epistle 36 (“On cycles and revolutions”, Fī 
l-akwār wa l-adwār) has been edited and translated by Godefroid de Callataÿ.
The two versions of Epistle 32 are of relatively little interest for historians of sci-
ence although they contain (especially in 32 b) some cosmological and astrological 
references to the signs of the Zodiac and the states (ḥālāt) of the planets, within nu-
merological speculations about numbers 2-7 and their presence in nature, the struc-
ture of the universe formed by nested spheres, and an insistence on the importance 
of sphericity, due to the fact that the sphere is the best of all existing shapes. Ptole-
my’s Almagest is mentioned, but most of these ideas are ascribed to Pythagoras, who 
is considered to be a monotheist sage belonging to the people of Ḥarrān.
Cosmology appears once again at the beginning of Epistle 33, where we find a 
description of the universe, which begins with the acceptance of the existence of a 
ninth sphere called al-falak al-muḥīṭ (the encompassing sphere) or al-falak al-ḥāmil 
li l-kull (the sphere “bearing all”). The planetary order is Ptolemaic, with the Sun 
between Venus and Mars. There are also references to alchemy, botany and zoology, 
and the final chapter describes the theory of emanation beginning in God, followed 
by the active intellect (al-ʿaql al-faʿʿāl), the passive intellect (al-ʿaql al-munfaʿil) or 
the universal soul (al-nafs al-kullī), the first and the second prime matters (al-hayūlā 
l-ūlā and al-hayūla l-thāniyya) etc. These ideas seem to have a Neoplatonic origin.
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Epistle 34 is, again, a description of the structure of the universe and contains 
the same kinds of material, as well as the idea that the world is a macroanthropos, 
related to the Greek concepts of microcosm and macrocosm, which reappear in 
Epistle 26. Epistle 35 is less interesting for historians of Arabic science, as its 
contents are mainly philosophical and deal with a theory of knowledge based on 
Neoplatonic doctrines which might have reached its authors via the Plotinian 
Theology of Aristotle.
Epistle 36 is far more interesting. Its title (Fī l-akwār wa l-adwār) is difficult to 
translate, although both words (kawr and dawr) are treated in the Arabic text as 
synonymous and this justifies De Callataÿ’s translation (“On cycles and revolu-
tions”). It reminds me of the title of a non-extant zīj by the Andalusī astronomer of 
the first half of the twelfth century, Ibn al-Kammād, al-Kawr ʿalā l-dawr, although, 
in this case, kawr seems to mean “abundance”. Epistle 36 is basically astrological 
and it deals with short and long astronomical cycles (revolutions of the planets on 
their epicycles and of the centres of the epicycles on their deferents, the precession 
of the equinoxes, the revolution of the ninth sphere, etc.) and with planetary con-
junctions, mentioning the 120 possible conjunctions of the seven planets (the sum 
of the combinations of two, three, four, five, six and seven planets), which seem to 
derive from the pseudo-Ptolemaic Karpós (Kitāb al-thamara, in its Arabic transla-
tion). Finally, it also refers to the cycles of the “thousands” (ulūf, 7,000, 12,000, 
51,000 and 360,000 years), which seem to be Indian in origin and were developed 
in Abū Maʿshar’s Kitāb al-ulūf. The risāla insists on the importance of the Iranian 
Saturn-Jupiter conjunctions and their influence in world history, since one of the 
main concerns of this text is to underline the influence of revolutions and conjunc-
tions on the world of being and corruption (al-kawn wa l-fasād). The numerical 
parameters (see pp. 169-189) mentioned in the text seem to be mainly Ptolemaic 
(the precession cycle of 36,000 years corresponds to Ptolemy’s precessional con-
stant of 1º/ 100 years), but the authors of the epistle are aware of the Maʾmūnī 
correction which ascribes to the solar apogee a motion equivalent to precession, and 
state that it had reached the end of Gemini in their time (pp. 222 of the translation 
and 173 of the edition), instead of Gemini 5;30º, considered by Ptolemy to be the 
fixed position of the solar apogee.
As in the other volumes of this collection, the critical editions are based on a 
set of manuscripts selected for the general project and we find a bibliography and 
complete English (pp. 249-270) and Arabic (pp. 197-202) indexes.
Julio Samsó
Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu, Osmanlı Bilim Mirası.Vol. I: Mirası Olușumu, Gelișimive 
Meseleleri.Yapı Kredi Yayınları, Istanbul, 2017, xvi + 327pp. Vol. ii: Ȍnemli Âlimler ve 
Eserler.Yapı Kredi Yayınları, Istanbul, 2017, xviii + 1182 pp.
First of all, this is not a proper review, as I am unable to understand Turkish. In 
spite of this, I would like to give some information on this work, because I be-
lieve that many readers of Suhayl will find it interesting.
These two volumes, published in Turkish, with brief introductions in English 
(vol. i, pp. 17-29; vol. ii, pp. xv-xviii), deal with the Ottoman Scientific Heritage, 
and represent the culmination of a titanic effort undertaken between the nineteen 
eighties and 2011. Its main result was the publication of eighteen huge volumes 
on the history of Ottoman astronomy, mathematics, geography, music, military 
science and technology, natural and applied sciences, medicine, and astrology. 
The project was carried out by a team of scholars under the leadership of Ekme-
leddin İhsanoğlu, with the participation of three institutions: the IRCICA (Re-
search Centre for Islamic History, Art and Culture), the department of History of 
Science of Istanbul University and the Turkish Society for History of Science.
The result of all this is that we now have an excellent guide for research in the 
field of the history of Ottoman science from the foundation of the Ottoman state 
in 1299 until its end in 1922. Each of the aforementioned volumes is composed 
of data files on Ottoman scientists (4,897 scholars in the whole set), brief descrip-
tions of the extant manuscripts, and a bibliography. A section is also devoted to 
7,145 anonymous scientific works, and each volume contains a general bibliog-
raphy and detailed indexes.
The present work is an updated summary of the aforementioned eighteen vol-
umes. This description applies, especially, to the second volume, entitled “Prom-
inent scholars and works”, which contains a selection of 370 scholars and 92 
anonymous works, for which the data files follow the same methodology as in the 
previously published eighteen volumes, although the manuscripts mentioned are 
a selection of the most important ones. The volume, therefore, will be most useful 
for readers who do not have access to the whole collection, and it also contains an 
excellent bibliography and indexes.
The first volume, named “Introduction”, is by far the more original and inter-
esting of the two, as it presents İhsanoğlu’s first attempt to draw general conclu-
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sions from the wealth of materials gathered over a period of some forty years. It 
contains an extensive analysis of the origin of scientific development in pre-Ot-
toman Anatolia (chapter 1, pp. 30-56). Chapter 2 presents a study of the Ottoman 
period, during which there were contacts with scholars living in Egypt, Syria, 
Iran, Central Asia, and even al-Andalus (as a result of the conquest of Granada 
and the expulsion of the Iberian Jews from Spain and Portugal in 1492 and 1496) 
and the Maghrib (pp. 57-70).1 From the second half of the 15th century onwards 
an important translation movement emerged, which promoted the use of Turkish 
as a scientific language (pp. 70-107). Initially, these translations were made 
mainly from Arabic and Persian into Turkish, although contacts with Europe 
began in the 16th century and many scientific works were translated from Euro-
pean languages up until the beginning of the 20th century; thus, many of the re-
sults of the scientific revolution and of the development of European science in 
the successive centuries made their way to the Islamic lands. The volume con-
tinues with a third chapter (pp. 108-150) which deals with medreses and the in-
troduction of scientific teaching there as well as other institutions like the ephem-
eral Istanbul observatory (1575-1580) and, from the 18th century onwards, the 
progressive appearance of “modern” institutions which taught military and civil 
engineering, as well as medicine, culminating in the foundation of modern uni-
versities. Chapter 4 (pp. 151-192) summarizes the Ottoman contributions to sci-
ence, structured chronologically and by discipline (pp. 151-192). This is com-
plemented, in chapter 5 (pp. 193-241), by a most interesting statistical analysis, 
based on all the information gathered in the eighteen volumes of the whole work, 
which displays the number of authors and their scientific works produced per 
century and per discipline, their geographical distribution throughout the do-
mains of the Ottoman Empire, the patronage of scientific activity offered by 
sultans and people in power, and, interestingly, the chronology of the use of 
Turkish, Arabic and Persian as scientific languages: while Arabic seems to pre-
dominate until the middle of the 18th century, the use of Turkish increases expo-
nentially from this time onwards. In the final chapter 6 (pp. 242-268)  İhsanoğlu 
tries, for the first time, to compare the process of modernization of Ottoman 
science and technology with similar events taking place in Chinese, Japanese 
and Russian cultures. The volume ends with a series of appendices among which 
1. Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu, “Scholars of Andalusian origin and their contribution to Ottoman 
science”, Suhayl 14 (2015), 9-48.
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we find a list of printed Ottoman scientific works (pp. 276-290), a bibliography 
and an index of names. On the whole, this volume contains a most interesting 
and useful attempt to begin the analysis of all the information gathered over the 
last forty years.
Julio Samsó
